6              THE PEONY OF PAO-YU

cc Proceed, woman," replied the King". "You have
a pretty face, a musical voice, and I doubt not a
ready wit as well."

ce Your Majesty," said Mumtaz, f< on a hill Bear our
city dwells a holy man by the name of Rajputana,
and so great is his sanctity that he claims to be
proof against all temptation. For many years he has
stood on. his head and derived sustenance from the
air and half a millet seed. His curses are sufficient-
ly powerful to make a lion run away, a tree wither,
and a grasshopper hop backwards. He has built up
a high, mountain of merit, and it is said that even the
Gods grow jealous of his exceeding holiness. "What
think you, 0 King, if I bring Eajputana to Court
as my husband, he who has been impervious to the
wiles of women and even the enchantments of
Apsaras ? "

ee Delightful!3f said the King', laughing.
" Most superb ! " murmured the Grand Vizier.
" And the reward for your handmaid ? ^ inquired
Mumtaz.

" Anything you please," replied the King, " even
if it be half of my kingdom."

ec! beg leave to censor this ignoble plan,"
said the Lord Chamberlain, rising and breaking away
from many restraining hands.   " It is not befitting
the dignity of our King that he should approve what
may be the ruination of a most estimable ascetic. My
only comfort is that when a man stands on his head